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Freecycling via Facebook: Altruism or Self-interest 
Poon Hoi-yu Polly 
 
Introduction 
“Freecycling”1 is a concept promoting the act of giving away usable unwanted 
items to others for free instead of disposing of them in landfills. “Oh! Yes! It’s free” 
is a platform founded in Kong Kong in 2012 grounded with the vision of 
freecycling2; riding on Facebook.com allowing members of the community to 
coordinate the exchange of goods in local geographic setting. 
 
Mainstream media generally described the act of giving initiated by this 
Facebook community as an altruistic act for saving environment or community 
caring. However, some scholars in media studies share a different view.  They 
suggested self-interest of individuals is the key motivation in perpetuating the 
online gift economy1. The act of giving is regarded as a rational economic action: 
self-interest, calculation, weighing of cost and benefits and maximization of 
predefined utilities with ambiguity in reciprocity. 
 
I pursue this line of enquiry by examining the opposed claims above.  Whether 
the motivation to participate is interestedness or disinterestedness?  This paper 
is to unfold the motivations of the act of giving and explore the motivation from 
self-interest and altruism. 
 
Background 
Oh Yes It’s free Facebook Community 
Idea of freecycling is a concept initiated by online communities from the U.K. and 
the U.S.2 for promoting the act of giving away usable unwanted items to others 
instead of disposing of them in landfills. It is grounded with the concept of gift 
economy with the goal of environmental activism and community.  The founder of 
                                                          
1 Freecycle.org is one of the largest freecycle groups in the world.  It is made up of 5,098 groups with 9,388,691 members around the world. It's a grassroots and 
entirely nonprofit movement of people who are giving (and getting) stuff for free in their own towns. It's all about reuse and keeping good stuff out of landfills. 
2 Apple Daily dated 27 Jan 2013 and Apple Daily date 19 Aug 2012 
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Oh Yes It’s Free also described the project with a freecycling vision. Besides, the 
deeper vision of the community is to arouse the individual awareness on over-
consumption and anti-consumerism. The community was founded in May 2012 
and member base increased rapidly in 3-month time with members up to 8,0003, 
which have attracted media attentions.  Currently, there are over 60,000 
members in the community up to May 2013 in Hong Kong4. 
 
“Oh! Yes It’s Free” is a community riding on a social-technical system, 
Facebook.com to facilitate and coordinate the exchange of goods in Hong Kong.  
According to a research from comScore in 2009 5 , an average Hong Kong 
Internet user spends more than 25 hours online per month, making it one of the 
most engaged Internet markets globally.   Social networking occupied one of the 
highest shares of Hong Kong Internet users’ attention.  Social networking sites in 
Hong Kong was led by facebook.com which recorded with nearly 2 million people 
accessed, reaching over 50% of the online population in Hong Kong in Aug 2009. 
Besides, with the start of Web 2.0, social networking websites shifts its position 
to create a collaborative medium, a place where people can meet and read and 
write. According to a recent study from scholars in Computing,  “Facebook has 
now adapted the use of social web services as a vital means of interacting, 
communicating and sharing, thus enhancing human connectivity and sociability 
(J. Hart, C. Ridley, 2008)3” 
 
The act of giving away usable unwanted item can be understood as reciprocity or 
exchange in a broader sense.  This will be further elaborated in the later sections. 
Many existing and emerging online systems allow people to coordinate the 
exchange of goods in local geographic setting. In Oh Yes It’s Free, both tangible 
and intangible Items are allowed to donate at this platform such as goods, 
                                                          
3 Apple Daily dated 27 Jan 2013 
4 No. of members in the community is 64,355, dated 31 May 2013  
5 Hong Kong Internet Users Spend Twice as Much Time on Instant Messengers as Counterparts in Asia-Pacific Region, 
Oct 2009, 
http://www.comscore.com/Insights/Press_Releases/2009/10/Hong_Kong_Internet_Users_Spend_Twice_as_Much_Ti
me_on_Instant_Messengers 
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services, skills, opinions etc. Apart from using Facebook as a channel to 
coordinating an exchange between individuals, members of the community have 
also self-initiated on-site communities’ events at different districts promoting via 
Facebook asking people to come up on the street bringing along their usable 
unwanted items to form a temporary flea market to giving out the items6. Scope 
of the study in this research is to focus on the participation in the act of giving 
through online platform - Facebook to coordinate an exchange between 
individuals. 
 
Second Hand Exchange in Hong Kong   
To better understand the context, let’s review second hand exchange activities in 
Hong Kong.  Second hand exchange is referred to both monetary and non-
monetary exchange here.  As most of the items posted on “Oh Yes It’s free” 
Facebook community are household goods or furniture 7 , the second hand 
exchange on household goods and furniture will be the focal point in this study.   
 
Second hand exchange in Kong Kong can be divided into two categories – 
branded / high value goods and unbranded low value items.  Household good 
and furniture falls into the second category.   The exchange markets of branded/ 
high value items such as property, car, branded handbags and watches are 
flourishing.  On the other hand, the exchange of relatively low-value household 
goods and furniture are very quiet in Hong Kong.  Majority of people choose to 
simply throw away these household items even though they are still in good 
condition, if they have to get rid of them although there are some options 
available other than directly disposing of them to the landfills.   
 
The options available include donating, selling or bartering via non-government 
organisations, websites or other social networking platforms.  One of the 
perspectives of inquiry in exploring the motivation of participation is to make 
                                                          
6 Oh Yes It’s Free Onsite Event Page: http://www.facebook.com/groups/ohyesitsfree/events/ 
7 Based on the past 3 months counts, most of the items uploaded are household goods or furniture  
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sense of the difference between Oh Yes it’s free and other exchange options 
available in Hong Kong.   
 
Generalized Reciprocity with vagueness of obligation to return 
Donation to “Oh Yes It’s Free” can be understood as an indirect exchange, which 
is referring to an act of giving is not contingent on receiving gifts or favours in 
return4. This is an idea of reciprocity within a community instead of with one’s 
direct exchange partner (A. Lampinen, V. Lehtinen, 2013).  Indirect exchange 
can also be described as as network-generalized reciprocity. which refers to 
putatively altruistic transactions, the "true gift" marked by "weak reciprocity" due 
to the vagueness of the obligation to reciprocate (Sahlins, Marshall, 1972)5. 
 
Generalized exchange is an economic system practiced long ago by indigenous 
communities in the Pacific Northwest Coast of Canada and United States. They 
organised potlatch events which was a gift-giving festival based on generalized 
exchange of items such as dried foods, sugar, flour, or other material things, and 
sometimes money.  Members at “Oh Yes It’s free” give out unwanted items 
without any expectation of return from the party receiving the items.  This can be 
understood as a potlatch-like gift giving activity within a community in a virtual 
space at Facebook platform, operated based on a generalized reciprocity with 
vagueness of the obligation to return.   
 
Interestedness or Disinterestedness? 
The act of giving out unwanted items for free was framed by most of the 
mainstream media as an altruistic and disinterest act for the sake of other’s or 
group benefits. Saving environment and Caring community are the key headlines 
that most of the media used to describe the objective of “Oh Yes It’s free”. 
However, some scholars in media studies share a different view.  They 
suggested self-interest of individuals is the key motivation in perpetuating the 
online gift economy (B, Richard , 1998)6. The act of giving is regarded as a 
rational economic action: self-interest, calculation, weighing of cost and benefits 
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and maximization of predefined utilities with ambiguity in reciprocity. 
 
I pursue this line of enquiry by examining the opposed claims above.  Whether 
the motivation to participate is interestedness or disinterestedness?  It is to 
investigate how members came to start to participate in the act of giving activities 
in the Facebook community. 
 
Method 
We chose a qualitative approach for this research in order to build a rich 
understanding on the topic.  The research included interviews from ten 
individuals who are members of “Oh Yes It’s Free” and have been involved the 
indirect exchange act of giving through the Facebook platform at least once. This 
paper has an assumption that people who are at least somewhat aware and 
knowledgeable about the reasons for their action. 
 
Result 
Altruistic Motivation 
Almost all participants from the study expressed that they gave out usable goods 
with no expectation of any compensation or benefits.  Majority of them expressed 
that they gave out stuffs as they would like to help others in need, or just 
because of saving the environment. It seems like an act with an altruistic with no 
expectation of any compensation or benefits. 
 
“I have studied in Australia for 2 years.  Using second-hand stuff such as 
desk, bed and even household appliance is very common.  I think it is a 
good practice to reuse the items which is still in good conditions for saving 
resources and the environment.  I have no expectation of any benefit as I 
don't need it anyway…..” 
 
“I like the concept of giving away the unwanted stuff to the person in need 
as the gap between the rich and the poor is very big in Hong Kong. Just 
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like a donation, I do not expect any return……“ 
 
However, when we asked the participants to recall in details what considerations 
that have popped up in their mind before their participation.  They started to 
share some other perspectives of motivations.   
 
Self-interests with Economic, Cultural and Psychological Consideration 
Economic Rationality – Minimize Time and Cost Investment 
The calculation of cost of investment in terms of time and cost incurred is one of 
the crucial areas of considerations that drew peoples’ attention. 
 
• High Turnover Rate, Minimal Time Investment 
One participant who are a social worker in late 20s, described himself as a time 
sensitive person.  He expressed that what he has considered is only time.  From 
his elaboration, there are 2 aspects of time: the amount of time that he needs to 
spend in the coordination work and how long it took for the whole process in 
order to get rid of the item.  He actually has observed the interactions at Oh Yes 
It’s free for a few days.  He found that the items turnover is quite fast in Oh Yes 
It’s free. Most of the items posted were able to be identified adopters within 2-3 
days.  Besides, what he needed to do to participate is just to take a photo using 
his mobile photo, upload the picture online, and write a short description of the 
items, which only took him about 15 minutes.   
 
It is obvious that part of his motivation in participation is due to high turnover time 
and low cost of investment in time.  When we asked him to explain why he do not 
choose other second hand exchange solutions such as donation to non-
government organizations, selling or bartering at other web platforms, he quickly 
replied that he will not choose these alternative channels mentioned above as he 
believed time required to invest in delivery or co-ordination in these solution 
should be heavier.   
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• No Registration, Fast Turnaround 
One of the respondents, who is at mid-thirties working on Information Systems 
industries.  He shared he has considered to try 28house.com.hk8 one year ago. It 
is a web platform allowing individuals to post their properties, household good or 
furniture at the website to coordinate exchanges, with or without monetary 
transaction. He impressed by a feature call “For Good” (仁義), which is about 
giving out items for free out of compassion and justice for those in need.  The 
targets of this feature are mainly to those who can provide a proof to show that 
their family is currently receiving Social Security Assistance from the government. 
The respondent was originally interested in this, however, it just turned him away 
after he checked out the procedure of account registration and uploading an item.   
 
 “it just took me an hour to register, and figure out how to use the system, 
and I have to wait for people’s feedback” .  It seems the turnaround time is 
not fast enough.   
 
• No Extra Cost for Donation 
Another participant, Jake, shared he has thought about both time and cost before 
he started posting his first items on the community Facebook page. The time 
dimension he mentioned is similar to the above discussion.  While he has raised 
another an interesting consideration which is about cost involved in the exchange 
process. 
 
 He had an unwanted microwave after moving to his new apartment, but it was 
still in very good condition.  He was thinking to give out the item to somebody in 
need rather than selling or bartering with something else as the item only costs a 
few hundred dollars.  He has heard of a programme called Waste Electrical and 
Electronic Equipment (WEEE)9 Recycling at the beginning.  But when he started 
                                                          
8 29hse.com is a second hand property and household products exchange platform, http://furniture.28hse.com/ 
9 Waste Reduction Programme organised by the Government, https://www.wastereduction.gov.hk/en/workplace/weee_intro.htm 
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to search online, he founded that the process is so complicated. 
 
WEEE is a programme organized by Environmental Protection Department with 
St. James' Settlement accepts WEEE from the public at designated collection 
points.  He briefly search information online, and founded out that there is only 6 
collection points in New territories.  Jake is living in Yuen Long, but the collection 
point is not that close to the place he lived.  Thus, it means he has to take this 
own transportation to bring the item to the collection point.  Apart from the effort 
and time required, he raised another consideration is about the transportation 
cost.   
 
“Carrying a 20Kg microwave to the collection point is not easy, I probably 
have to take a taxi, which will cost about $60 for this donation.”    
 
Although Jake does not bother to sell out the microwave for a few hundred 
dollars; however, he will be turned away when he realized that he has to spend 
extra on a donation.  He finally chose to simply upload a microwave photos to the 
Facebook community “Oh! Yes it’s free” and clearly stated out the free give-out 
condition that required the item adopter to pick up the microwave from this 
apartment 
 
 “I am impressed by the whole exchange process. I identified an adopter 1 
days after I posted the photo on Facebook, and the item got picked up the 
following day.  The whole process is just so easy, convenience, fast, and 
no extra cost required.” 
 
Economic rationality is about cost and time that need to be invested in the 
participation.  High turnover rate, fast response, easy to upload, no registration 
and no transaction cost are the positive attributes that have identified in this area. 
These are such rational economic calculations. Maybe, the disinterested 
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objectives also require rational economic calculations to support and justify . 
 
Social/ Cultural consideration - Recognition from peers 
Linda is in late twenties who is working in a bank.  She has no previous 
experience involving in second hand exchange.  The reason she participated the 
community is to tell her friends that she is also involved in Oh Yes It’s Free 
community.     
 
“Two of my colleagues who have participated in Oh! Yes it’s free.  They 
shared their activities at office and also forwarded their posts they 
uploaded to the freecyling Facebook community to their friends’ network at 
Facebook. To be honest, part of the reasons I started to participate is 
because of them. I would like to be part of them – being recognized and 
gained “likes” from others.“ 
 
Furthermore, some of the respondents advised that they do enjoy receiving 
“Likes” from their friends through uploading their freecycling activities to their 
Facebook page. As such, free cycling activities can also be seen as a motivation 
for accumulating recognition, cultural and social capital. 
 
“I always shared my uploaded items at Oh Yes It’s free to my network of 
friends at Facebook as it is just so easy to “share”, and I enjoyed to 
receive my friends comments or “like”……” 
 
“I always struggle what interesting things that can be shared to my friends 
at Facebook. I have shared my uploaded items to all of my friends, and 
gained heaps of “like”!” 
 
According to Bourdieu's thesis in "Distinction", taste or styles of life such as 
aesthetics, music taste, food preference etc. are primary means of social 
classification because they express distinction of life 7 . On the other hand, 
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Bourdieu also suggested the pleasure deriving from consumption is only partly 
related to the material aspects; it also derives from the 'communicative' uses that 
consumers make of goods. This relates to the concept of “cultural capital” which 
is closely in relations to taste, distinction, the pleasure of sharing the knowledge 
that confers power and status8.   
 
Here, freecyclying can be understood as a style of life which expresses and 
promotes a distinct lifestyle of “Reuse, Reduce & Recycle”. Maybe, from the 
study above, the act of participation can also be seen as an art of consumption. 
The pleasure of participation may be derived from the “communicative” aspect 
which is sharing of uploaded items, through which the member may be able to 
accumulate social or cultural capital which confer power and status.   
 
Psychological Rationality - Self Rationalization 
A office ladies in early thirty who have no previous experience in involving in 
second goods exchange other than putting unwanted clothes in the recycling bin 
in her estate area.  She answered: 
 
“I feel guilty of throwing the clothes away as they are still in very good 
condition, I would prefer to donate to those who need the items.”   
 
Another gentleman claimed: 
 
“the microwave is still in a good condition, usable, just my family has 
purchased a 2-in-1 microwave oven. I feel bad to throw it away……”. 
 
Rationality can be psychological rather than solely economical. A behaviour can 
be motivated by various different reasons under different considerations. Some 
respondents revealed that they participated in order to gain release from feeling 
of guilty to throw away a unusable item. Maybe, the platform creates a way out or 
excuse for them to continue to consume, and buy new stuffs even though the 
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existing one is still in good condition.    
 
Fun and Playfulness  
Participants were asked to recall their own exchange experience at the Facebook 
platform “Oh Yes It’s Free”.  They were particularly asked to associate how they 
feel and experience in relation to each of the actions throughout the journey. 
 
Respondents generally mapped positive experiences to the whole journey of a 
giving process which includes posting an item, sharing with friends, 
communicating and confirming the transaction with the adopters. Several 
respondents described the process of posting as “playfulness/ fun”.  They 
stressed on the unpredictability of responses and rapid interactions in the 
Facebook platform. 
 
 
 “Being involved in the process is fun. Last time, I uploaded a pencil case 
which I worry if anyone will adopt this.  But I quickly received several 
responses within the same day.  I just felt excited in terms of the prompt 
responses and also unpredictability. Oh Yes It’s free changes my mindset 
of useful and useless. You regard something as useless that is actually 
useful to another one. This is a game, just upload and see!” 
 
“It is just so fun to be involved in this giving activity.  I didn’t have any 
particular things to give out originally. But I was motivated to review my 
stuff at home and see what I can donate through this platform.” 
 
 
The feeling of fun and playfulness can be one of the motivations for the 
freecycling act. The respondent described the process is just like a game. Item 
adopters, like playing a treasure hunt, search for useable unwanted treasure. 
Donors are playing a game to discover the unpredictability.  Emotion of fun and 
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playfulness is a psychological desire that didn’t reveal previously. 
 
Maybe, the positive experience of playfulness was partly contributed by the 
features of fast interactions, ease of use and huge community that Facebook 
provided. If the platform is not supported by such a large community in Hong 
Kong with about 2 million registrations, and the infrastructure enabling fast 
interactions and responses, that might not be as fun as the respondents 
suggested.  
 
Conclusion 
This paper enriches our understanding on the motivations of participation in the 
act of giving away unwanted household items through the Facebook community 
“Oh Yes It’s free”. 
 
The ideal of disinterested giving emerged as a counterpart to the ideology of the 
market.  The dichotomy between disinterestedness/ interestedness, other/ self, 
group/ individual, gift/ commodity was structured to theorize human behaviour.  
However, it was founded the motivations in participation are not lined up in a 
simple-minded opposition between self-interests and altruism; but a marriage of 
both. Self-interests are grounded on economic, social/ cultural or psychological 
rationality; which are to minimize time & cost investment, gain peer recognition 
and fulfil self-rationalisation or emotional desire. In the study, it showed the 
disinterested objectives seem to require different individuals’ self-interests to 
support and justify. Maybe, as a philosopher Paul Bloomfield suggested, we 
ought not to demand disinterested motives that are not combined with self-
interested motives, because such a combination still allows genuine virtue (B. 
Paul, 2008)9. 
 
Besides, motivations of different individuals in participation can be contradicted in 
nature.  Other than “Reuse, Recycle & Reduce”, the deeper vision of Oh Yes It’s 
free is to arouse the individuals awareness on over-consumption and anti-
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consumerism.  Some respondents revealed that their participation is for a sake of 
self-rationalisation; releasing them from a feeling of guilt of disposing the usable 
item. This may create excuses for them to continue to shop and buy, supporting 
the current consumption practices, which is in contrast to the vision of anti-
consumerism that the community embraced.  It showed that the motivation of 
different participants may or may not in line with the community vision, and that 
can be contradicted with each other.    
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